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Bengal are more alert than in other parts of India. Sir Henry Cotton
has remarked that Bengal holds sway from Calcutta to Peshawar. It is
necessary to know the reasons for this.
There is no gainsaying the fact that a nation's rise or fall depends
upon its great men. The people who produce good men cannot but be
influenced by them. The main reason for the special distinction that we
find in Bengal is that many great men were born there during the last
century. Beginning with Rammohan Roy1, one heroic figure after an-
other has raised Bengal to a position higher than that of the other provinces*
It can be said that Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar was the greatest among
them. "Vidyasagar", which means an ocean of learning, was an honorific
of Ishwarchandra, conferred on him by the pundits of Calcutta for his
profound Sanskrit learning. But Ishwarchandra was not an ocean of learn-
ing only; he was an ocean of compassion, of generosity, as well as of many
other virtues. He was a Hindu, and a Brahmin too. But to him, Brahmin
and Sudra, Hindu and Muslim, were all alike. In any good deeds that
he performed, he made no distinction between high and low. When his
professor had an attack of cholera, he himself nursed him. As the profes-
sor was poor, Ishwarchandra called in the doctors at his own cost and
himself attended to the patient's toilet.
He used to buy luchi* and curds and feed the poor Muslims at his
own cost, in Chandranagar3, and helped with money those who needed
it. If he saw a cripple or any one in distress by the roadside, he took him
to his own house and nursed him personally. He felt grief at other peo-
ple's sorrows and joy at their joys.
Himself he led a very simple life. His dress consisted of a coarse dhoti,
a shawl of a similar kind to cover his body, and slippers. In that dress
he used to call on Governors, and in the same dress he greeted the
poor.. He was really a fakir, a sannyasi or a yogi. It behoves us all to
reflect on his life.
Ishwarchandra was born of poor parents in a small village in the
Midnapur taluka*. His mother was a very saintly woman, and many of
her virtues were inherited by Ishwarchandra. Even in those days, his
father knew some English, and decided to give his son a better education,
Ishwarchandra began his schooling at the age of five. At the age of eight,
he had to walk sixty miles to Calcutta to join a Sanskrit college. He had
such a prodigious memory that he learnt the English numerals by looking
at the figures on the milestones while walking along the road. At sixteen
he became well versed in Sanskrit, and was appointed a Sanskrit teacher.
Rising step by step, he at last became the Principal of the College where
he had studied. The Government held him in great respect. But, being
1 (1774-1833), A great social and religious reformer, founder of the Brahmo Samaj, sup-
ported abolition of Sati and worked hard for the spread of education.
2 A kind of unleavened and fried bread made from flour.
* In West Bengal, then a French possession
4 In West Bengal